“Why I Wrote The Crucible: An Artist’s Answer to Politics”
by Arthur Miller
This article originally appeared in the October 21st & 28th issue of The New Yorker, pages 158-164
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Playwright Arthur Miller

Directions: Read the passage below and highlight what you think are the main ideas and important phrases.  Then, in writing or in a class discussion, answer the questions at the end of the selection.

Films of Senator Joseph McCarthy are rather unsettling - if you remember the fear he once spread. Buzzing his truculent sidewalk brawler's snarl through the hairs in his nose, squinting through his cat's eyes and sneering like a villain, he comes across now as nearly comical, a self-aware performer keeping a straight face as he does his juicy threat-shtick. McCarthy's power to stir fears of creeping Communism was not entirely based on illusion, of course; the paranoid, real or pretended, always secretes its pearl around a grain of fact.  From being our wartime ally, the Soviet Union rapidly became an expanding empire. In 1949, Mao Zedong took power in China. Western Europe also seemed ready to become Red-especially Italy, where the Communist Party was the largest outside Russia, and was growing…  McCarthy--brash and ill-mannered but to many authentic and true--boiled it all down to what anyone could understand: we had “lost China” and would soon lose Europe as well, because the State Department - staffed, of course, under Democratic Presidents - was full of treasonous pro-Soviet intellectuals. It was as simple as that. If our losing China seemed the equivalent of a flea's losing an elephant, it was still a phrase--and a conviction--that one did not dare to question; to do so was to risk drawing suspicion on oneself. Indeed, the State Department proceeded to hound and fire the officers who knew China…  There was magic all around; the politics of alien conspiracy soon dominated political discourse and bid fair to wipe out any other issue…

In any play, however trivial, there has to be a still point of moral reference against which to gauge the action. In our lives, in the late nineteen-forties and early nineteen-fifties, no such point existed anymore…  Gradually, all the old political and moral reality had melted like a Dali watch. Nobody but a fanatic, it seemed, could really say all that he believed. President Truman was among the first to have to deal with the dilemma…  At first, he was outraged at the allegation of widespread Communist infiltration of the government… But such was the gathering power of raw belief in the great Soviet plot that Truman soon felt it necessary to institute loyalty boards of his own. The Red hunt, led by the House Committee on Un-American Activities and by McCarthy, was becoming the dominating fixation of the American psyche. It reached Hollywood when the studios, after first resisting, agreed to submit artists’ names to the House Committee for “clearing” before employing them. This unleashed a veritable holy terror among actors, directors, and others, from Party members to those who had had the merest brush with a front organization… 

[Reviewing the records of the Salem Witch Trials, I found that at] a certain point, the high court of the province made the fatal decision to admit, for the first time, the use of “spectral evidence” as proof of guilt. Spectral evidence, so aptly named, meant that if I swore that you had sent out your “familiar spirit” to choke, tickle, poison me or my cattle, or to control thoughts and actions, I could get you hanged unless you confessed to having had contact with the Devil. After all, only the Devil could lend such powers of visible transport to confederates, in his everlasting plot to bring down Christianity.  Naturally, the best proof of the sincerity of your confession was your naming others whom you had seen in the Devil’s company--an invitation to private vengeance, but made of official by the seal of the theocratic state. It was as though the court had grown tired of thinking and had invited in the instincts: spectral evidence--that poisoned cloud of paranoid fantasy--made a kind of lunatic sense to them, as it did in plot-ridden 1952, when so often the question was not the acts of an accused but the thoughts and intentions in his alienated mind. The breathtaking circularity of the process had a kind of poetic tightness. Not everybody was accused, after all, so there must be some reason why you were. By denying that there is any reason whatsoever for you to be accused, you are implying, by virtue of a surprisingly small logical leap, that mere chance picked you out, which in turn implies that the Devil might not really be at work in the village or, God forbid, even exist. Therefore, the investigation itself is either mistaken or a fraud. You would have to be a crypto-Luciferian to say that--not a great idea if you wanted to go back to your farm…

[B]efore the play opened, a strange tension had begun to build. Only two years earlier, the “Death of a Salesman”  [one of Miller’s other plays] touring company had played to a thin crowd in Peoria, Illinois, having been boycotted nearly to death by the American Legion and the Jaycees. Before that, the Catholic War Veterans had prevailed upon the Army not to allow its theatrical groups to perform, first, “All My Sons,” [another of Miller’s plays] and then any play of mine, in occupied Europe…

The play stumbled into history, and today, I am told, it is one of the most heavily demanded trade-fiction paperbacks in this country…  I am not sure what “The Crucible” is telling people now, but I know that its paranoid center is still pumping out the same darkly attractive warning that it did in the fifties…
Discussion Questions

1) What is an allegory?  Based on the article, do you think The Crucible was intended as an allegory?  Support your answer.

2) Miller writes that the Red Scare had, at its center, “a grain of fact.”  What was that “grain”?  Do you think that “grain” justified McCarthyism?

3) Why does Miller complain that “no such point [of moral reality] existed anymore” in the 1950s?

4) In review the records of the Salem Witch Trials, what similarities did Miller find to the Red Hunts of the 1940s and 1950s?

5) What consequences did people face if they were accused of being communists?  What consequences did Miller himself face?

6) In what ways might the lessons of The Crucible be applied to today’s world?
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An artist’s rendering of the Salem Witch Trials

